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For the first time in more than two years, there are indications that negotiations between the
Colombian government and the country's rebel forces might resume. The three guerrilla groups that
remain active in Colombia have all expressed a desire to restart negotiations with the government
to end the continent's longest running insurgency. However, the guerrillas are waiting for a
"significant" peace proposal from the government, while the government says it is waiting for
indications of a "real willingness for peace" from the guerrillas. Still, despite the continuation
of guerrilla military attacks and right-wing violence around the nation, the government's peace
commissioner is cautiously optimistic that progress can be made.
During the administration of former president Cesar Gaviria, negotiations were held between
the government and the guerrillas, which are united under the umbrella Coordinadora Nacional
Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG). The CNG includes three rebel groups: the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), and a faction of
the Ejercito Popular de Liberacion (EPL). Talks broke down in May 1992 and never resume. When
President Ernesto Samper took office on Aug. 7, he appointed a high-level peace commissioner,
Carlos Holmes Trujillo, and said he would consider negotiating with the guerrillas if they
demonstrated "good faith" by discontinuing their violent attacks. A guerrilla offensive in August
during the change in administrations was one of the most intense in the past five years, taking more
than 1,000 lives.
"It is necessary to build the conditions for a lasting and stable peace based on everyone's willingness
to make sacrifices," said Holmes. Since Samper's inauguration, all three rebel groups have
expressed their desire to resume talks. On September 5, the ELN renewed its call for dialogue
and also requested that captured rebels be treated as prisoners of war. Obtaining prisoner of war
status for jailed combatants would pave the way for two guerrilla leaders, Gerardo Bermudez (alias
Francisco Galan) of the ELN and Francisco Caraballo of the EPL, who are both presently in jail, to
serve as negotiators in any future talks. Although that proposal was rejected by Interior Minister
Horacio Serpa, the president of the Senate, Juan Guillermo Angel, said it was worth considering if
it would lead to peace. According to Angel, prisoner of war status could be given if the legislature
passes Protocol II of the Geneva Convention to "humanize" war, which congress is presently
debating.
The ELN's call for talks was followed on Sept. 7 by a letter from jailed EPL leader Caraballo to
Holmes that voiced EPL support for a political solution to Colombia's internal conflict. On the same
day, Bogota daily El Tiempo published a letter from Alfonso Cano, one of the FARC commanders,
which read, "We will do whatever we can to help initiate a new peace process, and to see that this
has a good outcome...and that we arrive at a true Peace Treaty." Cano's message spoke positively of
Samper's good intentions, but was critical of the defense minister, Fernando Botero. "We have only
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heard him (Botero) pontificate about a new military offensive to force us to give up," read Cano's
letter. "His statements generally seem like part of the same ritual that has been going on for 40
years." Despite the hard-line attitude by the defense minister, on Sept. 7 Armed Forces Commander
Gen. Ramon Emilio Gil Bermudez agreed in a meeting with peace commissioner Holmes to cut
back on counterinsurgency operations if a dialogue begins. In another effort to move the peace
process forward, the Senate created a Peace and Reconciliation Commission, which offered to assist
in promoting a dialogue between the rebels and the government.
In speaking to the commission, Interior Minister Serpa said he appreciated the interest and good
intentions of the legislators, but cautioned them that the peace process is exclusively the prerogative
of the executive branch and specifically the president. However, he acknowledged the longing that
Colombians have to end the 40- year insurgency. "Fratricidal confrontation is synonymous with
destruction and anguish, which is why it is urgent to find levels of understanding and reconciliation
for the good of the country," said Serpa.
However, finding the way back to the negotiating table will not be easy. There is much mistrust and
skepticism on both sides. Many in the government prefer to move very slowly, and express their
doubts about the strength of the guerrillas' olive branch. There is also evidence that sectors of the
military and the country's infamous paramilitary squads want no part of a negotiated settlement
(see NotiSur, 08/26/94). In addition, some analysts believe that there are divisions within the
guerrilla forces, with one segment in favor of maintaining the armed struggle.
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